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 Dr. Chun-chieh Huang, Director of the Institute for Advanced Studies in 
the Humanities and Social Science at National Taiwan University, has written 
a large corpus of work dealing with international influences and confluences 
in the field of Confucianism and East Asian intellectual history in general. A 
pioneer in this field, as far back as 1984 he wrote an extensive paper 
comparing the work of Dai Zhen (1724–1777) of the Qing dynasty, Itō Jinsai 
(1627–1705) of Tokugawa Japan, and Chong Yag-yong (1762–1836) of late 
Chosŏn Korea.1 Up to that point we see little or no work treating the thought 
of Korean and Japanese Confucian scholars as sources of insight that could 
contribute to the enrichment of the Confucian tradition as a whole, let alone 
work that made detailed comparative analyses of such thinkers.
 The present work is much more sweeping in scope, but retains the 
comparative angle that is the hallmark of Huang’s scholarship. In the opening 
chapter of this book, Huang draws attention to five different angles that we 
can take as we rethink cultural interaction in the East Asian context. First, 
Huang argues that the study of East Asian intellectual history should be 
deeply engaged in the complex interactions between regions, as well as 
nations, and should free itself from a preoccupation with China as a static 
center of influence. In the second section of the chapter the author suggests a 
turn from results to processes in the new purview of regional-history studies. 
One of the most intriguing examples he gives of this approach is a switch in 
focus from texts alone to environment, which involves an analysis of how 
political contexts influenced the interpretation of key classical texts. We can 
 1 Huang Chun-chieh 黃俊傑, “Tungya chinshih Juhsueh ssuch’ao ti shin tungh-
siang: Tai Tung-yuan, It’eng Jen-chai yu Ting Ch’a-shan tui Menghsueh ti 
chiehshih” 東亞近世儒學思潮的新動向——戴東原、伊藤仁齋與丁茶山對孟學的
解釋 (in Chinese and Korean), Tasan hakpo 6 (1984): 151–181.
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call this shift of focus a transition from a narrow preoccupation with texts to 
the relationship between texts and contexts. This is followed by a section that 
introduces two problematics in the proposed field of regional history: first, the 
mutual influence between self (the complex mix of national and personal 
identity) and broader intercultural identities, and second, the problematic that 
emerges in the study of the relationship between culture and the power struc-
ture. In the following section, the author proposes three types of interaction as 
worthy of more extended investigation: the interaction between “professional 
intermediate agents,” such as envoys between countries, and the foreign 
cultures that they were frequenting; the interaction of texts, such as the books 
exchanged by such emissaries; and the interaction of ideas, including the 
formation of self-identities resulting from such exchanges, as well as the 
complex impact of imported classical texts on individual world views. In the 
concluding section of the chapter, the author proposes that the state-centric 
style of historical study be replaced by a broader East Asian perspective.
 In the chapter titled “The Intellectual World of East Asian Confucians in 
the Eighteenth Century,” Huang incisively examines new trends in the study 
of Confucianism—an examination based on a comparative analysis of such 
thinkers as the Qing scholar Dai Zhen, the proponents of ancient learning 
(kogaku 古学 ) in Tokugawa Japan, and Chong Yag-yong of late Chosŏn 
Korea, thus building on the landmark study mentioned at the beginning of 
this review. At the outset of this sweeping piece of scholarship, Huang draws 
attention to two intellectual trends prominent during this period. One was 
opposition to Zhu Xi’s thought, especially his metaphysical approach, and the 
second was an emphasis on seeking reality on the basis of actual facts. 
Following this analysis of key similarities, Huang goes on to reveal some 
fascinating differences in attitudes toward Zhu Xi’s Neo-Confucianism, which 
he ascribes to sharp political and cultural differences between the East Asian 
powers.
 The following chapter discusses the ideological implications of the concept 
zhongguo (central state, China 中國 ) in the Chinese classics, and how it was 
transformed in early modern Japan and contemporary Taiwan. According to 
the author’s analysis of key passages containing this concept in pre-Qin 
(221–206 BCE) texts, the ancient Chinese envisioned zhongguo as the epitome 
of high culture and as the homeland of an educated, ethical people. In 
contrast, Japanese references to zhongguo, as exemplified in the writings of 
Yamaga Sokō, Sakuma Taika, and Asami Keisai, illustrate a Japanese 
tendency to use the term to refer to Japan and not to the mainland. For these 
scholars, the geographical origins of the term zhongguo were deemphasized 
and much greater significance was attributed to its cultural and philosophical 
import, specifically, a place that attained the mean, in terms of finding a 
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social balance and achieving political stability. In the case of Taiwan, Huang 
argues that the components of cultural and political identity embedded in the 
idea of zhongguo were turned into abstract ideals. He makes the intriguing 
point that the romantic bent of Chinese intellectuals blinded many to the 
conflicts and fault lines dividing the cultural ideal from the political ideal in 
Chinese History—a tendency that persists to this day.
 In the concluding chapter of his book, Huang focuses on the delicate and 
complex relationship between interpretations of the Chinese classics and 
political influences in China, Korean, and Japan. Since Confucianism cannot 
be separated from political thought, as epitomized in the expression “self-
cultivation and social harmony” (The Great Learning), this sort of analysis is 
key to our grasp of East Asian Confucianism. The significance of this 
approach is well illustrated in Huang’s discussion about how new meanings 
were imputed to key terms in the classics, especially by commentators who 
felt the psychological pressure of imperial power. The author makes a 
revealing distinction between “soft filtering” and “hard filtering” of contro-
versial textual content. Soft filtering, which apparently was exclusive to 
imperial China, was the filtering of topics to be covered by the civil-service 
examinations, and hard filtering involved excluding passages from official 
versions of the classics. In the conclusion of this chapter, Huang remarks that 
there was a tendency for the political sphere to dominate the interpretation of 
the classics in East Asia because the Confucian classics contained a “viable 
set of values imbued with ideals and farsightedness, while the political 
powers were realistic and shortsighted.” This discussion provides a concise 
yet thought-provoking angle on the delicate tension that existed between 
hard-nosed political leaders intent on meeting political exigencies and the 
more idealistic commentators on the classics, who sought Confucius’s vision 
of social harmony and peace realized through leadership by virtuous example, 
as depicted in Mencius’s influential vision of the “Kingly Way.”
 In a succeeding section, “Political Interpretation of the Confucian Classics 
in East Asia,” Huang looks at the opposite side of the coin. That is, he exam-
ines examples of East Asian scholar-bureaucrats who tried to influence the 
political order through more idealistic interpretations of the classics, or in the 
author’s words, by “applying the Confucian classics to guide the direction of 
political power in their political contexts.” In the concluding paragraphs, one 
of the most thought-provoking sections of the book, Huang points to a “third 
relationship” between interpretation of the classics and political power, 
namely, an effort by interpreters to maintain a balance between classical texts 
and political reality.
 In conclusion, this book builds and expands on the author’s pioneering 
work on exchanges in what he calls “East Asian Confucianisms,” the intel-
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lectual interactions among some of the greatest minds of China, Japan, and 
Korea leading to some of the most creative trends in the unfolding of 
Confucian thought, and will most likely trigger more scholarship in this badly 
neglected area. Huang’s early work inspired this reviewer to conduct an 
in-depth investigation on the interaction between the practical-learning 
(sirhak 實學 ) thinkers of late Chosŏn Korea and ancient-learning thinkers of 
Tokugawa Japan. I have little doubt that Huang’s more multifaceted compara-
tive work in this volume will lead to a greater awareness that East Asian 
Confucianism is much more the result of complex international influences and 
confluences than the result of the slow absorption of a monolithic Chinese 
“Confucianism” by neighboring states.
Mark K. SETTON 
Associate Professor of World Religions, International College, 
University of Bridgeport
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 This monograph in the field of Neo-Confucianism by Prof. Azuma Jūji 
of Kansai University was recently translated and published in Mainland 
China.1 Prof. Azuma graduated from the School of Humanities and Social 
Sciences at Waseda University. During the course of his studies, he was one 
 1 After the publication of the Chinese translation of the present work, Prof. Wu 
Zhen, in Zhonghua dushu bao, published a review titled “A Magnum Opus in 
the Field of Neo-Confucianism” 朱子学研究领域的一部巅峰之作. Since Prof. 
Wu, the editor of the Chinese translation, presented in detail the origins of the 
work and Prof. Azuma’s scholarly accomplishments, I will omit such details 
here.
